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What good is the most sublime revelation without an honest response to it?  What is the benefit of truth if the truth is never even discovered much less embraced?  How worthless is a value if that value is held only theoretically rather than infused into our personality and expressed through our behavior?
These, my friends, are some of the resident questions demanding responsible answers during the season of Epiphany.  Every bit as important as the epiphanies that we experience is our response to those epiphanies—what we do in light of them, or, to speak more precisely, what we do in their light.  Indeed, I want to suggest to you that what we do with the epiphanies that we come upon from time to time (or the epiphanies that come upon us) shapes our lives in powerful, lasting ways.
Given such a severe statement about the extreme importance of epiphanies, we best be sure that we know the meaning of the phenomenon about which we are talking.  What is an epiphany?  The word itself means “an appearance” or “a manifestation.”  The symbol of Epiphany is light—light like that which shot out across the heavens, eradicated the dominance of darkness over the deep, and radiated around the cosmos as a result of creation.  The sound of epiphany is, “Oh, I see!” or “Finally, I understand!”  The substance of epiphany is discovery, insight, awareness, recognition, realization—an unprecedented engagement with a previously unknown dimension of reality which to miss would be to miss life itself. 
Frankly, most of the epiphanies in our lives arrive far less dramatically than the epiphanies about which we read in the two scripture lessons for today.  At the same time, though, the consequences of our personal responses to epiphanies reflect the exact dynamics of the biblical epiphanies in terms of their impact on life and the power of what is revealed to alter the nature of the world.  
Actually, the Feast of Epiphany predates the first celebration of Christmas.  As early as the year 200, Christians in the East established January 6th as the date on which to celebrate the presentation of Jesus to the world—the birth of Jesus, the visit to Jesus by the magi, and the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptizer.  The scripture lessons for today—the first Sunday after the Day of Epiphany—focus on the baptism of Jesus.  As you may recall, with Jesus in the hands of John the Baptizer, standing knee deep in the water of the River Jordan, the divine voice addressed Jesus saying, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  Epiphany!  
But, that was only one epiphany.  Plenty of others preceded it and, fortunately for us, a plethora of epiphanies followed.  
In a sense, the reality of Epiphany keeps us somewhat off balance.  We never can be sure when we may confront or be confronted by an epiphany.  Sometimes it happens amid careful study or in the course of a deliberate search pursued diligently.  Even then, though, the element of surprise is a reality.  
Picture this if you can.  Every day, like clock work, we seek new light until the search that began in excitement becomes almost a boring routine.  Then, on just-another day, maybe a Wednesday in a week that already seems too long, about 11:00 in the morning, when we are thinking about going to lunch early since not much is happening, something happens.  Light breaks—in our minds if not around us.  Suddenly, we see something we never have seen before or we see something that we have seen before but now as if for the first time—a truth, a love, a person, a promise, a reality.  The ecstasy of the moment seems almost as overwhelming as the magnificence of the light that is breaking, the insight that is emerging, the realization that is taking form.  As soon as we can still the rapid palpations of our hearts and take a deep breath, we know that how we respond to the content of this moment—what we have just realized or recognized—will alter our lives significantly from this time forward.  Then and there looms the crucial decision as to whether we will give ourselves to the epiphany and allow it to take us only-God-knows where or whether we will tighten the muscles around our neck, place our minds squarely in the vice-grips of reason and tradition, and conclude, “This is just too much, the change demanded is too radical.”  Turning our backs on the in-breaking light, we straighten up whatever is in front of us, silently dismiss the invitation to venture conveyed by the epiphany, brush off our clothes a bit as if making ourselves presentable so as to look like we are back to normal rather than having been in a tussle, and hurriedly walk out the door to eat an early lunch and to get on with thousands of other days in our lives now destined to be no more than ordinary.
Such was the dilemma of the people who saw a star that seemed to be summoning them to a trip that they would have to begin without knowing its end and the individuals who first gathered around the person of Jesus disturbed by an enlightened hunch that heeding his words and emulating his actions could involve them in an experience with God like they never before had known.  In both scenarios, some present laid their lives on the line to make a positive response to what they saw and heard by embarking upon a new journey while others decided just to take an early lunch and do business as usual for the rest of their lives.
Oh, if only we could be sure about what is really happening—that we are being confronted by a real epiphany, not merely caught up in a fantasy or a dream or just feeling the effects of eating too much Mexican food.  But, that is the challenge!  Epiphanies do not emerge wearing name tags or labels of authenticity.  Many epiphanies disturb us before we see any indication of comfort within them.  Responding positively to an epiphany requires what some call risk and others call faith.  People who are willing only to commit to a sure thing will find little comfort in this rather wild time populated by individuals whom many will view as crazy—“You are going where, to Bethlehem; to see whom, the Christ?”  “You are following what, a star in the sky or a tug at your heart?”  “You are pursuing a love which you have come to know through a dream?” 
The media of epiphanies are multiple—a spasm of creation, a singular conversation, the tragedy of an ancient crucifixion, the despair of a present hopelessness, a dream that will not go away though the morning sun is rising, a conversation during a drive in the afternoon, a vision for tomorrow that seems more like reality than today, a sleepless night in which the voices of conscience never fell silent.  Sometimes we run straight into an epiphany while keeping an appointment that we did not want to keep, standing beside an open grave following a death that has caused us to ponder the future with hope as much as to think about the past with grief, boarding a bus or an airplane or going on a walk to go somewhere we did not particularly want to go and, as we travel, discovering something or someone on the trip that causes us to be willing to travel forever toward something or someone for whom the vicissitudes of the journey pale beside the blessings of reaching its destination.
Epiphanies pervade the stories of the Bible.  Hearing a whisper amid a bombastic storm on the top of a mountain, the prophet Elijah sees the reality that he is not alone.  Epiphany!  Confronting his desperate home-sickness in a strange and unknown land, asking how to sing God’s songs on foreign soil, Ezekiel sees the truth that God is not limited only to familiar places and so-called holy sites.  Epiphany!  A weird and tangled dream in the night brings the apostle Peter to the staggering realization that God is not partial toward any one race of people and that within God’s creation all things are beautiful.  Epiphany!  Watching the stoning-to-death of a young man named Stephen awakens a man named Saul to a need for his life to change for the better and a way for that change to happen.  Epiphany!  A man called John on an island called Patmos, through a series of visions that most people called crazy, grasps the reality that the love of God will protect and sustain him even in a time of personal persecution and national tragedy.  Epiphany!
The specific content of individual epiphanies differs widely along the spectrum of truth-filled insight.  “This is not where I belong.”  “I am wasting my talents.”  “Life is a gift and I am treating it like a possession.”  “Here, at last, is the love of my life.”  “Today is the tomorrow to which I have been relegating all that I must decide and do.”  “I will never be happy in this job; it is time for a change.”  “The call of Christ must be followed.”  “The color a person’s skin is inconsequential to that person’s dignity and worth.”  “I can no longer remain silent; it is time to speak.”  “Relationships are forever more important than institutions.”  You know; you have your epiphanies and I have mine.
Now, one word of warning is in order.  Almost invariably, both some friends and some bystanders will act like wet blankets thrown on the fires of enthusiasm generated by our experience with an epiphany.   Not everyone will see what we see or hear what we hear as an epiphany.  It happens to the best of us.  For example, in the gospel of John, Jesus heard a sound from heaven that he interpreted as the encouraging voice of God while others present in the same moment, having heard the same sound, said to one another, “It thundered.” (12:29)  One only can guess how many times the magi were made the objects of laughter and derision as they explained to people whom they met along their journey that they were following a star that was leading them toward a place to which God was calling them!  Visionaries most always are derided.  Dreamers never seem to be considered exemplary people.  So, when all is said and done or heard and seen, each of us has to make a personal decision about responding to an epiphany.
Let us be reassured, though, that traveling in the light of an epiphany leads us into still more light where reticence gives way to confidence and elementary faith grows into rabid trust.  The star moved!  The sense of discovering a new reality breeds promise that provides strength for the journey.  
Not to embrace an epiphany and seek to follow its truth may not seem like a big deal, at least not immediately.  “It was only a tug at the heart that I will get over,” a man says; “Maybe it was not even an epiphany at all,” a woman rationalizes as she walks away from what either was a momentary lapse in her perception of reality or an intrusion into her psyche that could have taken her where she always had wanted to go but now her life will never go.  Immediately regrets may be scarce.  Likely though, throughout the remainder of our lives, we will ponder through flashbacks the epiphanies that came and went without our response—the invitation of the star, the dream, the phone call, the chance encounter, the person—and replaying the possibilities inherent in those epiphanies, we will know the melancholy born of musing on what could have been.  At times our regrets may become so powerful that what we once viewed as a tremendous risk comes to seem almost negligible in importance.  
On the other hand, responding positively to an epiphany from God leads us into new truth and creates within us a feeling of fulfillment born of an unparalleled sense that we are becoming the person God intended for us to be and that we are doing what pleases God and benefits other people.
Often I have tried to imagine what it would have been like to sit around the campfires of those sages who chased a star, who pursued the baby Messiah until they knelt before him in Bethlehem.  What stories they must have told!  What wisdom and courage in others they must have engendered as again and again they unfolded their memories.  I try as well to imagine those of us in this room at a time later in our lives reflecting on today and the tomorrows of this season.  “Once upon an epiphany,” we say as we begin to tell our individual stories of how light broke into our lives and how our lives changed forever as a result of our walking in that light which we recognized then with reticence but in which we continue to walk with grateful assurance, now recognizing that light as nothing less than the light of God.  Amen.
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, how we need both light and enlightenment!  Though we do not live in darkness physically, spiritually, we experience disorientation amid competing values, confusion in the face of tough decisions, discouragement by the failure of initiatives of compassion, and disillusionment in response to an unholy alliance between apathy and compassion, inactivity and integrity.
In situations that feel like darkness, grief grows to disparate proportions, faith seems unduly under siege, and courage wilts.  Shine your light upon us, God, that we may know the warmth of your love, the comfort of your presence, the wisdom of your counsel, and the strength that grows to sustain our journey into the realization of the hope to which you have called us.  Amen.
 
 


